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Abstract
This qualitative study provides insight on the impact of an intensive civil rights bus tour on the multicultural competence development of undergraduate student leaders. Specifically, this
phenomenological inquiry explored the lived experiences of
four individuals who participated in a civil rights bus tour as undergraduate student leaders. Through interpretive phenomenological analysis, several themes emerged that have bearing on
the development of multicultural competence in undergraduate student leaders. The results of this study conclude that the
multicultural competence of the undergraduate student leaders
who participated in the tour developed in significant ways. Ideally, this study informs the work of student affairs practitioners
in designing effective cocurricular programs that can lead to
the development of multicultural competence in undergraduate
student leaders.
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This study extends the existing literature on multicultural competence
development by looking at the impact of a civil rights bus tour on undergraduate student leaders—an unexplored context for the conceptual
framework—through interpretive phenomenological analysis. Multicultural competence was first introduced within the field of counseling
through the seminal work of Sue & Sue (1981) as a three-part (or tripartite) model incorporating multicultural awareness, knowledge, and skills.
As the concept of multicultural competence developed over the decades,
it has been applied to fields beyond counseling, including higher education. However, an exhaustive search of the literature on multicultural
competence development yielded little as it relates to undergraduate students, as most of it was linked to graduate students, faculty, and student
affairs professionals. Indeed, according to Cheng (2006),
While the conceptual dissection of multicultural competence
and the effort to gauge the concept have been valuable, there
are gaps to be filled by further studies, especially in the area of
undergraduate education. Most studies have focused on skilled
professionals and few, if any, are available to measure multicultural competence of undergraduate students. (pp. 14‒15)
More research that examined multicultural competence development
in undergraduate students was clearly needed. This remains particularly crucial given that developing the multicultural competence of students is an educational imperative of most institutions of higher learning (Association of American Colleges & Universities, 1995; Antonio et
al., 2000). In response to this problem, this study set out to examine a
particular cocurricular initiative that was believed to contribute positively to the development of multicultural competence in undergraduate
student leaders.
Designed as a deep exploration of the experiences of four individuals who participated in the Returning to the Roots of Civil Rights bus
tour in 2016 as undergraduate student leaders at Messiah University (at
the time of the tour, Messiah College), this qualitative study considered
how the trip impacted them and how they have come to make meaning
of the experience. Through an interpretive phenomenological analysis
(Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012; Smith & Osborn, 2008), particular themes
emerged that have bearing on the development of multicultural competence in undergraduate student leaders. Ideally, this study can serve to

inform the work of student affairs practitioners in designing effective
programs that develop multicultural competence in undergraduate student leaders.
The primary research question for this study was: What is the impact
of an intensive civil rights bus tour on the multicultural competence of
undergraduate student leaders? Broad and open-ended questions and
prompts were presented to study participants to determine what impact
the phenomenon that is the Returning to the Roots of Civil Rights bus
tour had on their multicultural competence development.

Overview of the Returning to the Roots of Civil Rights Bus Tour
Founded in 2002, the Returning to the Roots of Civil Rights bus tour
is an eight-day trip that takes place each summer and visits many of the
key historic sites of the Civil Rights Era throughout multiple states in the
southeastern United States. The tour is open to the public and operated
by The Common Ground Project with sponsorship by PNC Financial
Services. Messiah University—a liberal and applied arts and sciences institution located in Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania—began sending a diverse group of faculty, staff, administrators and board members on this
trip in 2011 and has continued this practice each year since then. Beginning in 2016, the school has committed to sending four undergraduate
student leaders each year.

Site of the Study
Messiah University was founded in 1909. Its mission is “to educate men
and women toward maturity of intellect, character and Christian faith in
preparation for lives of service, leadership and reconciliation in church
and society” (Messiah University, n.d., para. 2). As part of its cocurricular programming, new student leaders are selected each spring for the
following academic year and start their next fall semester by attending a
student leadership retreat one week prior to the arrival of new students.
Student leaders are given a shared definition of leadership and provided
a leadership development model that emphasizes growth in the areas of
character, (vocational) calling, and competence. Each spring since 2016,
the university has invited students selected into key leadership roles to
apply to participate in Returning to the Roots of Civil Rights bus tour.
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The tripartite multicultural competence model of awareness, knowledge, and skills (Pope et al., 2004; Sue et al., 1992; Sue & Sue, 1981) is
the conceptual framework that undergirded this study. This framework
was selected for its credibility within the field of counseling, because of
its relative simplicity, and because there is existing literature that has already adapted multicultural competence to a student affairs in higher
education context (Pope et al., 2004; Pope et al., 2014; Pope et al., 2019;
Pope & Mueller, 2000; Pope & Mueller, 2017; Pope & Reynolds, 1997).
Delineated within student affairs as the “awareness, knowledge, and skills
needed to work with others who are culturally different from one’s self,
as well as those who are culturally similar in meaningful, relevant, and
productive ways” (Pope et al., 2019, p. 37), the presence of the framework within this particular field made parallels more readily applicable to multicultural competence development in undergraduate student
leaders. In other words, the work of translating the concept of multicultural competence from the counseling field to the field of student affairs
in the context of higher education has already been performed, thus expediting its application to a student development setting.
It is worth noting that, in the second edition of their initial book on
multicultural competence in student affairs, Pope et al. (2019) added a
fourth part to their model, making it a quadripartite—or four-part—
concept. The fourth part added to the model was multicultural action,
as the scholars wanted to indicate that the presence of just the other
three—awareness, knowledge, and skills—did not necessarily promote
transformation of social environments or individuals. For the purpose
of this study, however, multicultural competence is considered as the
earlier tripartite model, with actions being associated within the multicultural skills component when appropriate. This study had its genesis in
2016 and most of the research—including an analysis of the data—was
well underway prior to the release of the second edition of the Pope et
al. (2019) text. Moreover, the concept of multicultural action can be implied in the demonstrated application of multicultural skills.

Methods and Procedures
This study was conducted as an interpretive phenomenological analysis
(IPA). Data were collected primarily through semi-structured, in-depth,
one-on-one interviews with the four participants and supplemented

with relevant information about the tour from the head of the organization that operates it and from key administrators of the university.
According to Pietkiewicz & Smith (2012), IPA research concentrates
on depth over breadth. Data were collected through a series of two, 90minute interviews with each study participant individually. The interviews were conducted beginning in the summer of 2018 and concluded
in January 2019.
The data used were the audio-recorded content that each of the four
research participants provided during their respective interviews. After
data collection was completed and transcribed, a thorough analysis of
the content of each participant interview occurred with an emphasis
toward identifying emergent patterns (Smith et al., 2009). Following IPA
standards, themes emerged that addressed the primary research question and provided insight for future research and program development.
Participants
The four participants in this study were each given pseudonyms. All
four share in common that they were undergraduate student leaders at
Messiah University and that they together participated in the Returning
to the Roots of Civil Rights bus tour in 2016 as students. Moreover, each
participant self-identified as a practicing Christian. General background
information on each participant is presented in the table below.
Table 1
Participant Profiles at the Time of 2016 Returning to the Roots of Civil
Rights Bus Tour
Participant Age Race/
Gender Undergraduate Class
ethnicity
major(s)
1. John
21
White
Male
Accounting
Senior
2. Morgan 19
Multiracial Female Environmental Junior
Science
3. Jackie
21
African
Female (1) Sociology & Senior
American
Anthropology
and (2)
Communication
4. Kate
20
White
Female Public Relations Junior
Data Analysis
After data collection was completed, a careful analysis of the content of each participant’s interview occurred with an emphasis toward
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identifying emergent patterns through coding (Smith et al., 2009). The
goal of the analysis was to “provide a rich, transparent and contextualized analysis of the accounts of participants” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 51).
The analysis began by creating and applying helpful codes to break
down the data into manageable pieces, making it easier to see patterns
or themes and apply general meaning (Creswell, 2018). Keeping in mind
the primary research question, the application of primary codes streamlined the data into segments. Within this stage of analysis, patterns developed among the coded data, leading to a more interpretive account
(Reid et al., 2005; Smith et al., 2009), and data segments were connected
and grouped together providing basic impressions. Descriptive labels
were then applied to grouped data and then placed in broader, related
categories that were then given overarching labels. Out of these categories—or subordinate themes—developed the larger, more encompassing, superordinate themes of the study. Collectively, these were the results of the study.

Results
28

The results of this study are presented under three superordinate
themes: (a) Shared History, (b) Shifting Experiences, and (c) Stimulation to Act. These three superordinate themes were developed through
the inductive and iterative process of IPA and were prompted by—rather
than preempted by—the data. An overview of the superordinate themes
along with corresponding subordinate themes is presented in Table 2
below to provide a visual snapshot of the findings.
Table 2
Overview of Themes
Superordinate Themes
Subordinate Themes
A. Shared History
Sense of disconnection
Acquisition of knowledge leading
Participants expressed sense of
to a greater sense of awareness of
disconnection from Civil Rights
the history and worldview of self
Era, providing a disorienting effect.
and others.
Connecting past & present
Participants connected elements
from tour to inform understanding
of present-day contexts in a
reorienting manner.

B. Shifting Experiences
Experiences that seemed to signal
a shift in awareness of personal
beliefs, values, biases, and attitudes
of participants.

Emotional & spiritual responses
Participants experienced
emotional and/or spiritual
discomfort, a sense of personal
conviction, emotional excitement
or exhaustion, or visceral reactions
to situations.
Changes in attitude & attention
Participants demonstrated or
articulated changes in the way
they viewed or understood events,
situations, or issues, as well as
where their attention was focused.
C. Stimulation to Act
Desire for personal growth &
The desire to learn more and act
social change
for positive change.
Participants demonstrated or
articulated a desire for personal
growth and/or for social change.
Self-confidence & demonstrated
application
Participants demonstrated
an increase in self-confidence
relative to matters of diversity
and application of skills in
multicultural contexts.
The results establish that the student leaders who participated in the
2016 Returning to the Roots of Civil Rights bus tour all have increased
knowledge of the Civil Rights Movement and a deeper awareness of how
this era of U.S. history continues to inform matters of race and social justice today. They have come to see civil rights history as their own history.
It is a shared history to which we all are connected.
This developed out of a sense of disconnection at first. Based on the
data, each of the participants seemed to express some sort of disconnection from civil rights history. For the most part, this tended to stem
from a lack of knowledge about the era itself, especially for three of the
four participants. Two other primary factors also led to this sense of disconnection: Growing up in homogenous, predominantly White contexts
and—relatedly—that matters of race were not talked about in significant
SPRING 2021
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ways growing up. Because the tour was explicitly about the Civil Rights
Movement, it naturally incorporated matters of race in largely nonWhite spaces. It stands to reason, then, that a sense of disconnection
would be present for the participants as a whole.
The participants also made connections between the past and the present through their experience. These connections were made for them just
prior to the tour, during the tour, and well after the tour. As evidenced
in the data, students continued to make connections between the past
era of the Civil Rights Movement and present-day personal matters or
current events and social issues. Because of their increased knowledge,
they could more readily bridge past history to make sense of what they
see in their daily lives. “I have certainly done this,” noted John. “I have
certainly developed a greater sense—a greater inclination—to look at
history when talking about the present.”
The study participants also all experienced moments on the tour that
served to shift their own levels of awareness on important matters like
personal beliefs, values, biases, and attitudes—particularly as it related
to multicultural and social justice issues. The data segments within the
Shifting Experiences theme demonstrated that the participants experienced emotional and spiritual responses to the subject matter and to the
people and places which they encountered on the tour and, as a result,
displayed changes in attitude and changes in which issues they paid attention to, including how they now view particular issues. One such example came from Morgan who had a very visceral reaction to the lynching memorial that was a part of the visit to the Equal Justice Initiative in
Montgomery, AL. Morgan shared,
As soon as we walked in, I burst into tears. It was so awkward because no one knew why I was crying, because in the back of the
room was the wall with all of these jars of dirt. It was just shelf,
after shelf, after shelf of all these jars, not all of them filled quite
yet, but all of these names and dates and locations. It took up
an entire back wall. It was huge. I knew what it was right away.
I don’t think anyone else that was a part of my tour group knew
what it was because they hadn’t read Just Mercy or they didn’t
know much about Bryan Stevenson yet. That was the first time
on the tour that I really cried, one of only a couple times.
This speaks to the visual impact of the tour and how seeing something with one’s own eyes in the context of the trip can move people
on an emotional level. It is also indicative of the significance of place.

Experiences like this one from Morgan seemed to signal shifts in beliefs,
perspectives, and attitudes, marking an overall increase of awareness in
all four participants.
All of the participants wanted to put their increased knowledge and
awareness to practical use through culturally appropriate skills and
strategies. The tour led to a stimulation to act in the participants evidenced by an increased desire for personal growth and social change
and a greater self-confidence and demonstrated application of skills tied
to complex issues like race and sexuality. An example of this came from
Kate, who shared about a sensitive situation she encountered as a resident assistant her senior year. She said, “Yeah. Pre [tour] I would have
been a little awkward about it. Post [tour], I was like let’s figure it out.”
When asked what had changed, Kate replied, “I just think I was more
confident in being able to explain where I was at, and then also accepting
that I have, still have a ways to go.” Kate demonstrated self-confidence
mixed with a humble posture. Indeed, each participant had examples of
effectively employing skills and strategies to varying degrees, and all expressed an ongoing wish to continue developing in this area. Their participation on the tour has and continues to stimulate them to act.
31

Discussion of the Results
Smith et al. (2009) wrote that interpretive phenomenological analysis
“is a joint product of researcher and researched” (p. 110) and is an attempt to collect portions of the lived experience of participants. Invariably, this process invokes interpretations on the part of the researcher.
This brief discussion of the results of this study is based on the interpretations of the researcher after several cycles of engaging with the data
provided by the participants and is coupled with an examination of how
the results correspond with the conceptual framework of multicultural
competence. Overall, this discussion is neither a critique nor a validation of extant studies of multicultural competence. Instead, it offers a
helpful context in which to consider this conceptual framework and
scaffolds the results of this study toward offering insight into student
leadership development initiatives while also contributing to a broader
academic conversation.
Multicultural Competence Development
From analyzing and interpreting the raw data, three superordinate
themes developed: Shared History, Shifting Experiences, and Stimulation to Act. Through the analytic process, it was determined that these
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themes corresponded well with the three components of multicultural
competence—knowledge, awareness, and skills. Adding these multicultural competence components in parentheses next to their analogous
category leaves us with these corresponding final themes:
A. Shared History (Knowledge)
B. Shifting Experiences (Awareness)
C. Stimulation to Act (Skills)
The superordinate theme Shared History succinctly captured the
knowledge component of the tripartite multicultural competence framework. The data segments grouped into the subordinate themes under
Shared History indicated the development of knowledge and awareness
of culturally diverse worldviews, individuals, and groups in the participants (Mio et al., 2012; Sue & Sue, 2013). The Shifting Experiences superordinate theme succinctly described the awareness component of
multicultural competence, with corresponding data segments pointing
to an increase in the awareness of personal beliefs, values, biases, and
attitudes in participants (Mio et al., 2012; Sue & Sue, 2013). The third
superordinate theme, Stimulation to Act, succinctly captured the skills
component of the multicultural competence, which is the ability to use
culturally appropriate intervention skills and strategies (Mio et al., 2012;
Sue & Sue, 2013). The data segments under this superordinate theme indicated the employment and development of multicultural skills within
the study participants.
Because it is reasonable to conclude that the presence of multicultural
competence in the data was more readily recognized because the primary research question was in mind throughout, it is important to note
that the superordinate themes are the result of abstraction and served as
a means of drawing together related emergent patterns, or subordinate
themes, to produce a structure that enabled the researcher to point to
the most significant aspects of each participant’s account more readily.
Based on their collective sharing, the participants in this study all have
an increased knowledge and a deeper awareness of how history continues to inform the work of social justice in a pluralistic society. They have
come to see history as something to which we are all connected and
share in common. Each of them experienced moments tied to the tour
that shifted their awareness, affecting their own personal beliefs, values,
biases, and attitudes. These shifts impact how they view multicultural
and social justice issues, motivating them to take what they have learned
and practically apply it to their everyday lives. For each of them, the tour

was a very personal experience. This noted, it becomes clearer to see
how each of the three superordinate themes correlated to the tripartite
multicultural competence framework. Overall, the connections with the
themes derived from the data were there, which is affirmation of the
model itself as a viable concept to apply.
Moving toward application, the work on multicultural competence by
Pope et al. (2019) highlights the need for student affairs practitioners to
commit to life-long learning and to the development of multicultural
competence, referring to it as a “personal call” and a “transformational
process” that one must act upon (p. 327). As implied in the data of this
study, this call and process apply to undergraduate student leaders as
well. Indeed, each of the four participants in this study have committed
to this call—to this process of learning—recognizing that the tour was
not an endpoint on their journey of multicultural competence development, but a beginning of sorts.
After listening to the participants share about their experiences on
the tour during the data collection phase, it was posited that the study
itself now became a contributing factor to their multicultural competence development. In other words, expression deepens impression.
Experiencing the tour is one thing that has contributed to the development of multicultural competence in the participants, but being
asked in one-on-one, guided interviews to recall and recount their experiences likely had a compounding effect on their development. Arguably, it served as an extension of rational discourse, a component of
transformative learning.
Recommendations for Future Research & Practice
Given that no significant studies were discovered that specifically researched multicultural competence development in undergraduate student leaders, this remains an area of study toward which future research
can contribute. To be sure, this particular study focused on the lived
experiences of a small sample size and concentrated on the participants’
meaning making of a specific phenomenon—the Returning to the Roots
of Civil Rights bus tour. To explore this phenomenon further or in different ways, new inventories that measure multicultural competence can
be created and given pre- and post-tour (or other learning experience) to
student leader participants with a control group of student leaders who
do not participate in the tour also involved. This use of inventories could
lead to a mixed method study being performed. It can also be useful to
perform longitudinal studies with undergraduate student leaders.
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To be sure, this study offers a relatively limited level of interpretation
as the discussion remains within the framework of multicultural competence. A higher level of interpretation might explore different elements
of the civil rights bus tour in greater detail and perhaps lead to the development of theoretical conclusions beyond multicultural competence,
generating new insights.
For student affairs practitioners interested in developing multicultural competence in the undergraduate student leaders with whom they
work, it is important to design experiences for participants that will be
disorienting. Activities that challenge assumptions and beliefs by providing new knowledge and cultivating awareness can shift perspectives
and foster the intrinsic motivation that can lead to the acquisition and
application of new skills. The reflection and discourse pieces that were
an inherent part of this study were critical components to the deep, ongoing learning evident in the participants. Building this into a program
or activity for students is absolutely essential. Moreover, it is not enough
to have a short learning assessment tool incorporated. The critical reflection and rational discourse elements must be key parts of the program,
and not seen as merely an add-on toward checking an effective-practice box, as they are here where the learning is deepened in profound
ways. In short, a program or activity could be transformational if deep
and intentional reflection happened in guided one-on-one or small
group settings.
Limitations of the study
In this particular study, research is delimited to former undergraduate
student leaders from Messiah University who were invited to participate
in the 2016 Returning to the Roots of Civil Rights bus tour operated by
The Common Ground Project. It may be problematic to apply outcomes
and results in a more generalized sense to any undergraduate student—
even to all student participants of the tour. It may, however, be possible
to apply key findings from this study to conversations around the development of undergraduate student leaders attending a Christian college
or university, particularly as it relates to factors that contribute to the
advancement of multicultural competence.
Recommendations for Christian Higher Education
The Returning to the Roots of Civil Rights bus tour is an invaluable
experiential learning opportunity. This study asserts that the development of multicultural competence is an outcome for student leaders that
participated in the tour. Beyond the tour itself, the data from this study

suggest that contributing factors toward this positive outcome include
the relatively small number of student leaders selected to participate in
the tour; the presence of familiar educators on the tour; the facts that the
cost of the tour is paid for by the university, is not part of a graded course,
and participation is optional; and that student leaders are informed of
the expectation to leverage their experience on the tour toward informing their leadership and serving as resources for future programming
(e.g., participating on panels, presenting to others about their experience on the tour). These are all elements that should be taken into consideration and preserved as much as possible when designing learning
experiences for students.
To strengthen the multicultural competence development in student
leaders that participate in learning experiences, it is recommended that
educators facilitate a time of intentional reflection. This reflection should
be guided by an educator who has significant knowledge and a strong
understanding of the learning experience and should be done with each
student leader participant in a one-on-one setting. Ideally, this time of
deep, guided reflection should occur several weeks or months after the
student leaders conclude the learning experience and not immediately
after the experience concludes. This passing of time allows room for intrapersonal critical reflection and opportunities to apply memories and
concepts in a variety of settings and situations, contributing to ongoing
meaning-making and multicultural competence development. As part of
this reflective component, educators guiding the discourse should assist
student leader participants in identifying specific ways in which they
can apply their multicultural knowledge, awareness, and skills toward
advancing a more just and inclusive society.

Conclusion
As the United States continues to grow increasingly pluralistic, colleges and universities must make developing leaders who have the competence to navigate a multicultural landscape an educational imperative.
The findings of the study indicate that the multicultural competence of
the student leaders underwent significant development as a result of
participating in the civil rights tour.
Moreover, through the process of collecting and analyzing the data,
the researcher speculated that there was a profound perspective shift
that occurred in each of the participants, leading to making a case for
the phenomenon—that is, the tour—being a transformative learning
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experience. Indeed, each of the former student leaders that participated
in this study came to see the tour as transformative. They continue to
draw from that experience and make meaning of it in their everyday
lives. As higher education administrators and educators consider ways
in which to develop future leaders to work toward a more just society
within progressively more pluralistic contexts, they would do well to
consider intensive, transformative experiences like the Returning to the
Roots of Civil Rights bus tour.
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